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The last several decades witnessed dramatic changes to US tax and transfer programs. Despite an abundance of research evaluating the effect of these work-based policy reforms on single mothers' employment and welfare behavior, little is known about mothers' subjective well-being. Using unique data from the DDB Worldwide Communications Life Style survey, this study examines several dimensions of single mothers' subjective wellbeing before and after the full implementation of policy reforms, finding that single mothers experience large deficits in most indicators of well-being. However, over the past few decades, these mothers witnessed absolute and relative increases in global life satisfaction, declining regrets about the past, and improvements in financial satisfaction. Nearly all of these gains occurred after implementation of the tax and transfer reforms. In contrast, results from measures of self-reported stress and anxiety suggest that single mothers' condition worsened slightly following the transition to a work-based policy regime.
During the last few decades, US tax and transfer programs shifted to reflect a work-based policy regime. Through the 1988 Family Support Act (102 Stat. 2343), states' welfare waivers in the early and mid-1990s, and the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996 (PRWORA; 110 Stat. 2105), successive welfare reform legislation increasingly sought to encourage work and discourage welfare participation. Substantial expansions to the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) and child-care subsidies created powerful incentives to enter the labor force, and a series of Medicaid reforms allowed single mothers and their children to retain eligibility for health insurance after leaving welfare.
Although a vast body of research evaluates the effects of these tax and transfer programs on single mothers' work and welfare outcomes (e.g., Meyer and Rosenbaum 2001; Grogger 2003; Fang and Keane 2004; Herbst 2008) , comparatively little is known about their influence on single mothers' well-being. This study takes a novel approach, drawing data from surveys on happiness and life satisfaction to consider the evolution of mothers' subjective well-being over the last several decades. Subjective well-being can be conceptualized in numerous ways, but scholars generally agree that these measures tap both the affective (instantaneous) and cognitive (remembered) dimensions of quality of life (Diener 1984; Kahneman and Deaton 2010) . Although psychologists have studied subjective well-being for decades, economists and public policy researchers are turning to these measures to understand the ways in which self-reported happiness is influenced by a range of economic and policy phenomena. Yet measures of subjective well-being represent a largely untapped resource for conducting social policy evaluations.
This topic is also of interest because work-based policy reforms are predicted to have conflicting effects on subjective well-being. Tax and transfer programs should influence mothers' health, including their selfreported happiness and life satisfaction, primarily through changes in employment and income. On the one hand, welfare reform and the EITC may discourage time-intensive well-being investments (e.g., exercise and other leisure activities) by creating strong incentives to enter the labor force. If these reforms increase disposable income, single mothers might also shift toward the consumption of health-degrading goods and services, such as fast food and sedentary activities, which may have negative implications for subjective well-being. On the other hand, policy-induced increases in income may enable individuals to consume goods and services that enhance well-being (e.g., health insurance and mental health services). It is also plausible that employment in and of itself increases subjective well-being beyond the income-related benefits of working by conferring psychological benefits in the form of increases in self-esteem and confidence. Such benefits also may reduce the stigma costs associated with long-term unemployment and program participation.
This study has two goals. It begins by painting a descriptive portrait of trends in single mothers' subjective well-being between 1986 and 2005. This provides an opportunity to assess whether mothers' well-being improved, declined, or remained stable during a period in which the US social safety net shifted to reflect a work-first policy regime. The study then attempts to determine whether the observed changes in mothers' well-being can be explained by the introduction of this new regime. To distinguish the effects of policy reforms from other factors (e.g., economic conditions), the empirical strategy is executed in two parts. First, the study examines single mothers' well-being before and after reform to identify changes. It compares these changes to changes experienced over the same period by groups of women minimally affected by the policies. Second, the study examines changes in well-being over the same period for a subsample of low-skilled single mothers, a group that is highly likely to be influenced by welfare and other social policy reforms. It then compares results from the two models. Finally, to ensure that the results are not confounded by changes in economic conditions, the study incorporates controls for the unemployment rate and state fixed effects. The analyses draw upon novel data from the DDB Worldwide Communications Life Style survey (LSS), which dates back to the mid-1970s, when the advertising agency DDB Needham commissioned a polling firm to inquire about Americans' consumer preferences and habits. The LSS is important for the current study because it contains a standard question on global life satisfaction, as well as several questions on subjective health. These data paint a multidimensional picture of single mothers' quality of life over the past few decades.
Background The Employment-Based Policy Context
A series of reforms to the welfare system began in 1988 with the passage of the Family Support Act (Fang and Keane 2004; Grogger and Karoly 2005; Herbst 2008 ). The act's centerpiece was the Job Opportunities and Basic Skills Training program, which required states to fund a mix of work supports and employment activities. Although the law did not impose direct work requirements on single-parent families, it did require states to meet modest program participation rates; for the first time, the Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) Unemployed Parent program required at least one parent in recipient families to engage in a work activity. In the early-1990s, states began experimenting with more aggressive revisions to their AFDC programs. Between January 1993 and August 1996, 43 states obtained waivers from the Secretary of Health and Human Services to implement changes to existing federal AFDC statutes. Many of the waivers approved the use of strict and broadbased work requirements. Others imposed time limits on benefit receipt and sanctions on families that failed to comply with work requirements.
These incremental changes to the welfare system culminate in PRWORA, which repealed the AFDC program and replaced it with Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF). The 1996 act eliminates the legal entitlement to cash welfare by imposing a 60-month lifetime limit on benefit receipt and requiring individuals to leave welfare for work after 2 years. If TANF-receiving parents are not exempt from work requirements and not complying with them, PRWORA gives states the option to initiate sanctions that eliminate all or part of the family's welfare grant. The law also devolves program and administrative authority to the states. As a result, there is considerable geographic variation in TANF's implementation.
To ease the transition from welfare to work, PRWORA restructures and expands the patchwork child-care subsidy system, consolidating four preexisting programs into a single Child Care and Development Fund. To be eligible for child-care assistance, families must include a member who is engaged in a state-defined work activity (e.g., employment, education, or job training), have an income below 85 percent of the state median income, and have at least one child between ages 0 and 12. Expenditures on the federal child-care subsidy system grew steadily throughout the early 1990s but exploded after the passage of PRWORA and the creation of the development fund. By 2005, states spent approximately $9.4 billion per year on child-care subsidies and served 1.7 million children per month (Child Care Bureau 2005a , 2005b . Expansions to the EITC represent another important change to the work incentives faced by single mothers. Enacted in 1975 (89 Stat. 30, sec. 204) , the credit initially provided a 10 percent wage subsidy on earnings up to $4,000. Major reforms in 1986 (100 Stat. 2107 , sec. 111), 1990 (104 Stat. 1388 -408, sec. 11111), and 1993 gradually increased the EITC's generosity by raising the subsidy rate to 34 percent for one-child families and 40 percent for multiple-child families. Expenditures on the EITC grew by a factor of 20 between 1986 and 2005, from $2 billion to $39 billion (Tax Policy Center, n.d.). Another important development is the proliferation of state earned income tax credit programs. By 2005, 17 states operated such a program, and annual foregone revenue ranged from $17 million in Vermont to $591 million in New York (Nagle and Johnson 2006) .
A final policy shift came through the expansion of Medicaid, which provides medical insurance to low-income families. Prior to the mid1980s, federal provisions closely linked eligibility for Medicaid with participation in AFDC, but a series of policy changes enabled unmarried women and their children to retain benefits after transitioning to employment. Another important change was enacted in 1990. It required states to cover all poor children born after September 1983, and the states met that benchmark in the early 2000s. Because of such expansions and others, Medicaid expenditures grew by sevenfold between 1986 and 2005, from $25 billion to $182 billion (Office of Management and Budget 2007).
Previous Research on the Effects of Tax and Transfer Reforms
Single mothers and employment.-These policy reforms led to an impressive empirical literature that attempts to explain the relative contribution of each policy change to single mothers' employment growth over the last few decades (Meyer and Rosenbaum 2001; Grogger 2003; Fang and Keane 2004; Looney 2005) . A tentative conclusion from this research is that expansions to the EITC explain approximately one-third of this employment growth and that welfare reform is responsible for another 25 percent. Offerings such as child-care subsidies and Medicaid usually are found to explain less than 10 percent of the observed employment changes. More recent work explores the ways in which social policy interacts with the business cycle. This research attempts to understand changes in single mothers' employment and welfare use following the recessions of -9 (Lerman 2005 Herbst 2008; Bitler and Hoynes 2010; Pavetti and Rosenbaum 2010) . It generally finds that receipt of food stamps and other noncash benefits has become more sensitive to economic conditions since welfare reform but that participation in welfare (AFDC or TANF) is less sensitive to those conditions. It also appears that the positive employment effects of recent social policy reforms are amplified during periods of economic growth and do not fade substantially during recessions.
Single mothers and income.-A sizable body of work also focuses on the ways in which single mothers' income changed in the wake of welfare and other policy reforms. Early work from state-specific studies of recipients leaving welfare (e.g., US General Accounting Office 1999; Cancian et al. 2000; Danziger et al. 2000) and from studies using nationally representative data (e.g., Primus et al. 1999) tends to find that income among welfare leavers is lower than the income provided by the mix of earnings and welfare benefits prior to welfare exit. Other studies attempt to estimate the causal effect of specific reforms on single mothers' financial well-being (Moffitt 1999; Schoeni and Blank 2000; Grogger 2003; Bollinger, Gonzalez, and Ziliak 2009) . Results from this work suggest that welfare waivers and TANF prompt small increases in single mothers' income and modest reductions in their rates of poverty; the EITC expansions led to sizable improvements in their economic well-being. Consistent with this evidence, a recent study finds sizable gains in income and reductions in poverty across most groups of single mothers (Frogner et al. 2009 ). Following low-income mothers between 1999 and 2005, the study indicates that these changes are particularly sizable among those consistently able to remain off welfare.
Single mothers and material well-being.-A small number of studies focus on such broad measures of material well-being as food insecurity and consumption (e.g., Falk 2000; Jencks and Winship 2002; Sullivan 2004, 2006; Kaushal, Gao, and Waldfogel 2007; Slack et al. 2007; Frogner et al. 2009 ). This work generally finds small reductions in food insecurity and small increases in consumption over time. In particular, the research suggests that welfare reform did not lead to an overall increase in expenditures, but increases in work-related expenses, such as transportation, clothing, and food consumed away from home, are found for the period following welfare reform (1998 Kaushal et al. 2007) . Consistent with these results, findings from a recent study of five nonexperimental data sets indicate small improvements in some measures of material well-being after welfare reform (Slack et al. 2007 ).
Finally, Bruce Meyer and James Sullivan (2004) find absolute and relative gains in single mothers' consumption between 1984 and 2000; they note slightly larger increases for mothers at the bottom of the skill and consumption distributions than for those at the top. Although welfare reform's role is unclear, the authors find that relative consumption among low-skilled single mothers increased over 10 percent between 1984 and 2000.
Single mothers, health, and health behaviors.-Highly relevant to the current article is the research into welfare reform's effect on physical health and health-related behaviors. As summarized by Marianne Bitler and Hilary Hoynes (2006) , this work tends to emphasize such outcomes as health insurance coverage, alcohol and drug use, and maternal and infant health. Welfare reform is found to reduce rates of health insurance coverage (e.g., Kaestner and Kaushal 2003) , though at least one study finds that it does not affect Medicaid use and actually increases participation in private coverage (DeLeire, Levine, and Levy 2006) . The evidence on physical health outcomes is more sparse and mixed. For example, Robert Kaestner and Elizabeth Tarlov (2006) find that welfare reform has few effects on mothers' health-related behaviors. Other studies find that it has small negative effects on infant health (Kaestner and Lee 2005) and is associated with reductions in breast feeding (Haider, Jacknowitz, and Schoeni 2003) . In a comprehensive study of illicit drug use, drug-related prison admissions, and drug-related treatment admissions in the years following welfare reform, Hope Corman and colleagues (2010) find that health outcomes and behaviors improved after reform.
Single mothers and subjective well-being.-Perhaps the most relevant and most recently developed strand of research answers the call for investigation of well-being outcomes other than those assessed by the traditional economic measures (e.g., Blank 2002; Grogger and Karoly 2005) . In particular, a small but growing body of work examines both long-term trends in subjective well-being and the effect of welfare reform on single mothers' subjective well-being, which is assessed by survey questions on happiness and life satisfaction (Ifcher 2011; Ifcher and Zarghamee 2011; Herbst 2012) . This work finds that although single mothers are substantially less happy than other groups of women, their happiness increased in absolute and relative terms over the past few decades. In fact, John Ifcher and Homa Zarghamee (2011) report that single mothers are one of the few groups of women to experience happiness gains over time. Finally, evaluations of the 1996 welfare reform legislation find that such policy changes led to sizable improvements in single mothers' happiness (Ifcher 2011; Herbst 2012 Rote and Quadagno (2011) finds that although welfare recipients were just as likely as nonrecipients to express depressive symptoms before welfare reform, welfare recipients were more likely to do so in the decade following reform.
Data and Empirical Strategy

The DDB Worldwide Communications Life Style Survey
This study uses data from the DDB Worldwide Communications Life Style survey to examine single mothers' subjective well-being. The advertising agency DDB Worldwide Communications Group (formerly DDB Needham) commissions Market Facts, a commercial polling firm, to conduct the survey on a sample of approximately 3,500 Americans. The survey has been fielded each year since 1975. The questionnaire covers a remarkably diverse set of topics, including consumer behavior, product preferences, recreational activities, and political attitudes. The LSS is important for the current study because it includes a large number of items that measure multiple domains of subjective well-being. These data, along with detailed information on respondents' demographic characteristics, employment experience, and residential location, provide a unique opportunity to study subjective well-being and to conduct policy evaluations.
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The LSS has several unique features that distinguish it from the General Social Survey (GSS), the primary data set used to evaluate subjective well-being in the United States. The GSS relies on a single question to measure global happiness, but the LSS contains numerous questions that allow researchers to construct a nuanced and multidimensional picture of subjective well-being. 3 As described below, the LSS covers such issues as global life satisfaction and feelings of regret about the past as well as multiple indicators of physical and mental health. In addition, the LSS has posed all well-being questions in precisely the same manner in each year since 1975, and the data collection procedures have remained stable over time. In contrast, the GSS operated as an annual survey until 1994, after which it became a biennial survey. This change coincides with the implementation of several reforms to tax and transfer programs, making it difficult to conduct policy evaluations. Finally, the LSS is administered through the mail, but the GSS is conducted in faceto-face interviews. The use of mail surveys allows DDB Worldwide to inquire about highly sensitive issues while maintaining anonymity and limiting social desirability bias (Dillman et al. 1996; De Leeuw 2005; Dillman et al. 2009). 4 2. For an extensive introduction to and evaluation of the LSS, see Groeneman (1994) and Putnam and Yonish (1999) . Data from the LSS are held in a proprietary archive, though the 1975Ϫ98 surveys are freely available on Robert Putnam's Bowling Alone website: http://bowlingalone.com/.
3. Subjective well-being is measured in the GSS with the following question: "Taken all together, how would you say things are these days-would you say that you are very happy, pretty happy, or not too happy?" 4. In all surveys used to study social policy reforms aimed at disadvantaged populations, a potential concern is that the individuals most affected by the reforms are the least likely to respond to the survey. An advantage of mail-based surveys (relative to face-to-face or The LSS has several other noteworthy characteristics. Between 1975 and 1985 , the survey included only married individuals. This is problematic for a study of single mothers. For consistency in the sampling frame, the study's observation period begins in 1986. Because the LSS underwent a dramatic redesign in 2006, the observation period ends in 2005. In addition, the LSS is based on a form of quota sampling called the mail panel. The process for creating the LSS sample begins when Market Facts invites (by mail) large, representative samples to express a willingness to participate in future mail inquires on consumer habits. From this pool of several hundred thousand individuals, Market Facts then selects a demographically representative sample for the LSS. Approximately 5,000 respondents are mailed a written questionnaire, for which the response rate is consistently between 70 percent and 80 percent.
Given these complex sampling techniques, mail panels in general and the LSS specifically are the subjects of extensive validity tests (e.g., Heberlein and Baumgartner 1978; Groeneman 1994; Visser et al. 1996; Putnam and Yonish 1999; Herbst 2012) . Results from these tests indicate that the distribution of demographic characteristics for respondents in the LSS is strikingly similar to that for respondents in the GSS; there also is close agreement in the trends of attitudinal variables common to both surveys and a strong correspondence in the demographic correlates of those attitudinal variables. Such results increase confidence in the validity of these data for undertaking the current analysis.
5
The analysis sample for this study is created by pooling LSS crosssections conducted between 1986 and 2005 and by retaining women ages 18-64, regardless of marital status and whether they have children. This enables construction of the group of primary interest (single mothers) as well as two comparison groups: single childless women and married mothers. The group of single mothers includes never-married, separated, divorced, and widowed women. 6 Families with children are coded as such if they include at least one child between the ages of 0 and 17. Although the initial estimates come from samples of women telephone surveys) is that respondents have substantially greater control over when and the pace at which the survey is completed. Respondents who complete surveys by mail are able to review and complete the instrument at a comfortable pace and with less regard for the amount of time needed to complete it. Thus, mail participants may be less susceptible to the time pressures and cognitive limitations that influence response rates and quality in face-to-face or telephone surveys (Dillman et al. 1996; Dillman et al. 2009 ).
5. See Herbst (2011) for a comparison of the LSS and GSS samples on demographic and labor market characteristics. With the exception of marital status (married individuals represent a larger share of the LSS's survey sample than that for the GSS), there is a close correspondence in the distribution of sample characteristics across the two surveys.
6. Unfortunately, the marital status categorization in the LSS does not allow one to distinguish more complex family-types, including unmarried women who are cohabitating with a partner. This is a potential limitation of the study, as it seems reasonable that the well-being effects of social policy reforms may differ across cohabiting and noncohabiting women.
from all levels of education, subsamples of women with less than a bachelor's degree and with no more than a high school degree are also explored to capture individuals increasingly likely to be affected by the tax and transfer reforms. 7 The number of observations in the sample varies according to the dependent variable and comparison group used. Sample sizes using single women without children range from 9,248 to 9,281, while those based on married mothers range from 14,919 to 14,950 ( single mothers; single women without chiln p 3,167 n p 6,180 dren; married mothers). n p 11,854 Responses to 10 statements are analyzed for insights into various dimensions of subjective well-being. For conceptual reasons, these statements are organized into two domains: life satisfaction (five items) and physical and mental health (five items). The primary outcome, global life satisfaction, is assessed with a standard measure: "I am very satisfied with the way things are going in my life these days." This is considered a global well-being measure because it captures an evaluation of quality of life over multiple life domains (e.g., work, marriage, and financial situation).
8 Also included in the life satisfaction domain is a domainspecific statement regarding financial satisfaction: "Our family income is high enough to satisfy nearly all our important desires." In the physical and mental health domain, a key outcome is measured by responses to a statement that assesses respondents' overall physical health status: "I am in very good physical condition." Also examined are a number of domain-specific health statements about respondents' quality of sleep, prevalence of headaches, and ability to relax. Respondents are asked to indicate the direction and intensity of their agreement with the statements from both domains. Possible responses range on a six-point scale of from "definitely disagree" (assigned a value of one) to "definitely agree" (assigned a value of 6). 9 The empirical analysis examines the full distribution of ordered responses as well as binary indicators that equal unity for respondents who "definitely disagree" or "definitely agree" with a given statement.
It is important to be clear about what these statements measure and whether they are likely to be valid. Daniel Kahneman, Peter Wakker, and Rakesh Sarin (1997) note that survey-based reports of happiness 7. Multiple education criteria are used because the welfare reform literature is unsettled as to the appropriate education cutoff. Some studies do not use any education cutoff (e.g., Meyer and Rosenbaum 2001; Grogger 2003; Herbst 2008) ; others examine women with a high school degree or less (e.g., Kaushal and Kaestner 2001) ; still others experiment with multiple cutoffs (e.g., Bitler, Gelbach, and Hoynes 2005; Bitler and Hoynes 2010) .
8. This measure of life satisfaction is fairly close to other standard measures used in the happiness literature. For example, the Eurobarometer survey (European Commission 2010) asks respondents: "On the whole, are you very satisfied, fairly satisfied, not very satisfied or not at all satisfied with the life you lead?" 9. The full set of possible responses includes "definitely disagree" (1), "generally disagree" (2), "moderately disagree" (3), "moderately agree" (4), "generally agree" (5), and "definitely agree" (6). and life satisfaction capture experienced utility, or the perceived wellbeing generated by an experience, rather than decision utility, which takes individual choice as the sole indicator of well-being. Consistent with this study's use of multiple well-being measures, Kahneman and Alan Krueger (2006) argue that subjective well-being does not contain a "single, unifying concept that motivates all human choices and registers all relevant feelings and experiences" (4). The validity of subjective well-being measures is suggested by findings that they are highly correlated with one another (Fordyce 1988 ) and strongly associated with other dimensions of well-being. For example, reports of global happiness and life satisfaction are shown to be correlated with such physical attributes as smiling and laughing as well as with verbal expressions of positive emotion (Frey and Stutzer 2002; Layard 2005) . Indicators of physical health, including self-reported health status and sleep quality, also appear to be correlated with subjective well-being (Diener, Lucas, and Scollon 2006) . Individuals who rate themselves as happy are rated similarly by friends and family, and they tend to smile and display more positive affect during social interactions. Happy individuals are also less likely to commit suicide (Helliwell 2006; Kahneman and Krueger 2006) . Reports of happiness respond to changing life events, even though basic personality traits maintain the stability of happiness (Ehrhardt, Saris, and Veenhoven 2000) . Such evidence leads Ed Diener (1984) to conclude that subjective well-being measures contain "substantial amounts of valid variance" (551). Table 1 provides summary statistics for the subjective well-being measures. Panel A presents summary information for the life satisfaction statements, and panel B summarizes the physical and mental health statements. For ease of interpretation, the figures show the proportion of women who indicate some level of agreement with each statement ("definitely agree," "generally agree," or "moderately agree"). In general, single mothers indicate that they experience larger gaps in subjective well-being than their single childless and married counterparts do. Approximately 46 percent of single mothers indicate that they are very satisfied with life; 57 percent of single childless women indicate this, as do 69 percent of married mothers. In addition, single mothers are substantially more likely than their counterparts to express regrets about the past: 80 percent agree that they would "do things differently," but this is indicated by 69 percent of single childless women and by 57 percent of married mothers. Single mothers also are less likely to feel optimistic about the future: 32 percent indicate that they "dread the future," but this is indicated by 26 percent of single childless women and by 21 percent of married mothers. Although the three groups are about equal in the proportions claiming they are in very good physical condition (50 percent), large differences emerge in other domains of physical and mental health. Problems with sleep and headaches, for example, appear to be more prevalent among single mothers than among women in the other groups. Single mothers are more likely to express an inability to relax and feelings of pressure; nearly 70 percent report that they are "under a great deal of pressure most of the time," but this is reported by about 60 percent of counterparts in each of the other groups.
Assessing the Evolution of Single Mothers' Subjective Well-Being
The story emerging from table 1 implies that levels of subjective wellbeing are lower among single mothers than among single childless women and married mothers. Recent changes to tax and transfer programs may alter single mothers' well-being in ways that either mitigate or worsen these gaps. However, most of the policy reforms occurred during a period of robust growth in the US economy. Given that subjective well-being exhibits a procyclical fluctuation (e.g., Wolfers 2003), it is important for the purposes of this analysis to be able to distinguish the effect of policy reforms from that of economic conditions. The analyses attempt to isolate the role of tax and transfer reforms by comparing changes in single mothers' subjective well-being to the changes experienced by single women without children and married women with children (the comparison groups). Although the analyses control explicitly for local labor market conditions, the comparisongroup approach should appropriately account for the role of economic shocks in determining single mothers' subjective well-being. It is plausible that women in all three groups are similarly affected by changes in economic conditions but that women in the comparison groups are less likely than single mothers to be influenced by the tax and transfer reforms.
10 As Bruce Dan Rosenbaum (2000, 2001) show, all three groups of women participate in comparable labor markets, receive similar wages, and are equally affected by fluctuations in the unemployment rate. They find that such similarities are even more prevalent among subgroups of low-skilled women. Thus, this study's empirical approach compares changes in single mothers' well-being over time to the changes experienced by the comparison groups. It also isolates a subgroup of low-skilled women in each of these three groups, comparing the subgroups on changes experienced over time.
The empirical analysis proceeds in two steps. It begins by investigating trends in subjective well-being for single mothers and the comparison groups between 1986 and 2005. As previously stated, this is intended to provide a descriptive assessment of whether and how mothers' well-being changed during the transition to a work-based social policy regime. To do so, the analyses estimate permutations of the following regression model:
10. There are concerns with both comparison groups' ability to represent the counterfactual to single mothers in an assessment of changes in subjective well-being. Although single childless women are ineligible to receive welfare (AFDC or TANF) and thus are a good comparison group for analysis of the effect of PRWORA, they are eligible for a version of the EITC. This version has a phase-in rate of 7.65 percent, and the maximum credit is substantially smaller than that available under the version for families with children. The EITC is thus less likely to influence subjective well-being among single childless women than among single mothers. Married mothers also are likely to be a valid comparison group because their rates of welfare (AFDC or TANF) participation are extremely low and they represent a nontrivial proportion of EITC recipients. In 2003, e.g., married mothers filing joint tax returns represented 23.5 percent of all EITC recipients (Tax Policy Center, n.d.). Given these concerns, a finding of consistent effects across both comparison groups should help to bolster confidence in the overall results. y it of subjective well-being for the ith woman in year t. Given that the LSS well-being statements employ an ordered response scale, equation (1) is estimated using an ordered probit. The analysis also examines trends in the proportion of women at the top and bottom ends of the wellbeing distribution by constructing separate binary indicators that equal unity for the response categories "definitely agree" and "definitely disagree." These models are estimated using a linear probability model.
A dummy variable, single_children, equals unity if a given woman is a single mother and zero if she belongs to one of the comparison groups. The term for the single_children # trend interaction represents a linear time trend (divided by 100) for single mothers, and the term for comparison # trend represents a trend (divided by 100) specified for the comparison groups. Finally, D represents a vector of exogenous family characteristics, including age, race, and ethnicity, household size, educational attainment, and census region.
11 As previously stated, versions of equation (1) are estimated using the full sample of women as well as subsamples of low-skilled women who have less than a bachelor's degree. In robustness checks, the sample is further constrained to include women with no more than a high school degree. Limiting the sample to low-skilled women is advantageous because it enables the analyses to focus on groups of single mothers who are likely to be affected by the tax and transfer reforms.
The terms b 1 , b 2 , and b 3 are the parameters of interest in equation (1). To conserve space, the tables only report results for b 2 and b 3 . The term b 1 provides an estimate of the average subjective well-being gap between single mothers and women in each of the comparison groups over the period from 1986 to 2005. The term b 2 reports the average annual change in well-being for single mothers, and b 3 reports that for women in the comparison groups. These parameter estimates allow one to examine absolute changes in women's subjective well-being over time. To determine whether single mothers experienced relative improvements or declines in well-being, the author conducts tests of the null hypothesis of the equality of estimated trends for single mothers and the comparison groups. The p-values from these specification tests are reported alongside the trend coefficients.
11. Also included in the model are dummy variables that equal unity to account for missing information in the demographic controls. Summary statistics for all demographic variables are reported in appendix table A1.
Although the results emerging from equation (1) are useful for determining whether single mothers' subjective well-being improved during a period that witnessed dramatic shifts in tax and transfer policy, they do not convincingly link the timing of well-being changes to the implementation of policy reforms. To do so, this study takes advantage of the fact that these reforms phased in throughout the early 1990s and became fully implemented between the mid-and late 1990s. The differential timing in policy implementation enables comparison of the change that occurs in single mothers' well-being from the pre-to the postreform period with the changes that occur over the same period among their childless and married counterparts.
To implement this approach, the study divides the years from 1986 to 2005 into three periods : 1986 -90, 1991 -95, and 1996 (Meyer and Sullivan 2004 . The preceding discussion suggests that the first period (1986-90) is marked by relatively few social policy changes; this study refers to it as the prereform period. The years 1991-95 are characterized by the start of two major EITC expansions, the onset of welfare waivers, and the creation of two child-care subsidy programs. The study refers to these years as the policy phase-in period. In the final period, 1996-2005, welfare reform passed and all states implemented it, the EITC expansions completely phased in, and a new framework began for the provision of child-care assistance. This is referred to as the postreform period.
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Using these temporal demarcations, the empirical approach is implemented in the following manner:
where y ist once again represents various measures of subjective well-being for the ith woman in state s and year t; single_children is a dummy variable that equals unity if a given woman is a single mother and zero if she belongs to one of the comparison groups; prereform, phase-in, and postreform represent dummy variables for those periods (1986-90, 1991-95, and 1996-2005, respectively) ; time_period is a vector of period dummy variables; and D is a vector of demographic controls. Note that because equation (2) efficients b 1 , b 2 , and b 3 capture period-specific subjective well-being gaps between single mothers and women in each comparison group. Therefore, differences among these coefficients render the relative change over time in single mothers' subjective well-being. There are two comparisons of interest. The comparison between b 1 and b 2 shows the relative well-being change throughout the policy phase-in period; that between b 1 and b 3 shows the relative well-being change after the full implementation of the tax and transfer reforms. As with equation (1), equation (2) is estimated on the full sample of women as well as on subsamples of low-skilled women.
Although the identification strategy relies primarily on the comparison-group approach to produce unbiased estimates for each policy period, several additional steps are taken to mitigate the influence of omitted variables. A chief concern is that the strong economy throughout the 1990s could be partially responsible for the observed changes in single mothers' subjective well-being. Therefore, the average annual state-level unemployment rate (S) is included in equation (2) to control explicitly for local labor market conditions. However, there might be other unobserved time-invariant differences across states. So too, there might be time-varying shocks to all states, and these shocks might be temporally commingled with the implementation of the tax and transfer reforms. For example, states' social policy choices may reflect persistent local attitudes toward disadvantaged families or, alternatively, they could reflect evolving national views that the role of policy is to inculcate a work ethic among public assistance recipients. To guard against these and other omitted factors, the estimated models include period fixed effects (time_period) to capture period-specific unobservables affecting all states. The models also include state fixed effects (m) to capture permanent differences that occur across states and that may influence subjective well-being.
It is important to note that this strategy does not allow the effect of individual policy reforms to emerge. The periods under investigation are marked by a large number of policy reforms implemented more or less simultaneously. Disentangling the effect of each is an extremely difficult task. It is made even more difficult by the need to account for the robust economy throughout the 1990s. The approach outlined here attempts to uncover the bundled effects of these policy reforms in a way that purges the confounding effects of macroeconomic conditions.
Estimation Results
The main results for this analysis are presented in tables 2-6. Specifically, Note.-FI p full index; DA p participant response is "definitely agree"; DD p participant response is "definitely disagree"; OLS p ordinary least squares regression; OP p ordered probit. Dependent variable is response to "I am very satisfied with the way things are going in my life these days." Standard errors, shown in parentheses, are adjusted for clustering by year. The dependent variable in cols. 1 and 4 is a continuous measure ranging from 1 ("definitely disagree") to 6 ("definitely agree"). The dependent variable in cols. 2 and 5 is binary indicator for "definitely agree" with the life satisfaction statement. The dependent variable in cols. 3 and 6 is binary indicator for "definitely disagree" with the life satisfaction statement. The low-skilled subsample in panel B is composed of women with some college or less education. The specification tests are of the null hypothesis of the equality of the trend coefficients (with the p-value shown). * p ! .05. ** p ! .01.
and mental health domain; table 4 provides a descriptive portrait of the relative change in well-being between the prereform and postreform periods; tables 5 and 6 show the regression-adjusted changes (from eq.
[2]). Table 5 focuses on the global measure of life satisfaction, and table 6 considers the remaining well-being outcomes.
Trends in Single Mothers' Subjective Well-Being
The global measure of life satisfaction.- Table 2 provides a comparison of trends in responses to the global measure of life satisfaction. Columns 1-3 present results from comparisons between single mothers and single childless women; columns 4-6 present results from comparisons between single mothers and married mothers. Panel A presents estimates of life satisfaction trends for the full sample of women; panel B presents estimates of the trends for the low-skilled subsample. The life satisfaction trends are explored first and in isolation because they stem from the most commonly studied subjective well-being measures in the happiness literature. Because those measures focus on global as opposed to domain-specific well-being, the results represent a powerful marker of overall quality of life.
The results suggest that there is robust evidence of absolute and relative gains in single mothers' self-reported global life satisfaction over the period between 1986 and 2005. 13 In panel A, similar qualitative findings emerge irrespective of the comparison group, but the results appear to be stronger in the married mothers' sample. The results for the full life-satisfaction index (cols. 1 and 4) suggest that single mothers experience an absolute upward trend in global well-being, though single childless women and married mothers experience downward trends. Estimates from the separate trend analyses at the top (cols. 2 and 5) and bottom (cols. 3 and 6) ends of the well-being distribution indicate that the improvement in single mothers' overall well-being is driven by gains among those who report that they are the least satisfied with life. Indeed, the proportion of single mothers who definitely disagree that they are very satisfied with life is estimated to decline over the study period, and the change is statistically significant; the proportion of mothers who definitely agree remains stable. In three of the six models in panel A, the specification test rejects the null hypothesis of equal trend coefficients across single mothers and the comparison groups. This suggests a relative improvement in global life satisfaction among single mothers.
Constraining the sample to low-skilled women is estimated to increase the magnitude of single mothers' time trend coefficients. Estimates for the full life satisfaction index (cols. 1 and 4 of panel B) show statistically significant absolute increases in well-being among low-skilled single mothers, and the trend coefficients are substantially larger in magnitude than those from the full sample. This pattern is an initial piece of evidence that the tax and transfer reforms are at least partially responsible for the observed improvements in perceived well-being. Once again, well-being among single childless women and married mothers is estimated to decline over the study period, though the trend coefficients are imprecisely estimated. Also mirroring the full sample results 13. Consistent with the descriptive evidence presented in table 1, the estimated subjective well-being gap between single mothers and comparison groups (b 1 ) is fairly large and highly statistically significant. For example, the coefficient on b 1 from the model represented in panel A, col. 1, is Ϫ.16 (p ! .01), and the analogous coefficient in panel A, col. 4, is Ϫ.56 (p ! .01). These estimates suggest that single mothers' scores on the life satisfaction measure are .16 standard deviations lower than those among their single childless counterparts and .56 standard deviations lower than those among married mothers. .727
Note.-Standard errors, shown in parentheses, are adjusted for clustering by year. The dependent variable is a continuous measure ranging from 1 ("definitely disagree") to 6 ("definitely agree"). All models are estimated using an ordered probit. The specification tests are of the null hypothesis of the equality of the trend coefficients (with the p-value shown). is the finding that the least-happy single mothers witness the largest well-being improvements over time. In four of the six models in panel B, results from the specification test reject the null hypothesis that trend coefficients will be equal across single mothers and the comparison groups. This implies once again that global life satisfaction improves among single mothers over the study period.
Auxiliary life satisfaction and physical and mental health outcomes.- Table  3 shows the analogous trend results for the remaining outcomes in the life satisfaction domain (panel A) and the full set of results in the domain for physical and mental health (panel B). The remaining life satisfaction outcomes are interesting because they cover domain-specific areas of subjective well-being. They also offer an opportunity to check the robustness of the results for global life satisfaction trends.
14 For ease of presentation, the only trend results shown are from the full, ordered outcome measures and the subsample of low-skilled women.
The picture emerging from table 3 is that low-skilled single mothers experience absolute and relative gains in the proxy measures of life satisfaction over the study period. Specifically, such women are estimated to experience reductions in regrets about the past ("If I had my life to live over, I would sure do things differently"), increases in optimism about the future ("I dread the future"), and large improvements in selfreported financial satisfaction ("Our family income is high enough to satisfy nearly all our important desires"). In most cases, well-being appears to decline among the low-skilled subsamples of single childless women and married mothers.
The story changes somewhat if physical and mental health trends are examined. Between 1986 and 2005, low-skilled single mothers experienced absolute declines in self-reported physical condition ("I am in very good physical condition"), increases in the prevalence of sleep problems ("I have trouble getting to sleep") and headaches ("I get more headaches than most people"), as well as a growing inability to relax ("I wish I knew how to relax"). However, the comparable estimates for single childless women and married mothers identify similar slippages in physical and mental health. Such results imply that the trends for single mothers reflect long-term health developments in the broader female population. Indeed, the results suggest an absolute decline in single mothers' health across four of the five indicators but a relative decline in only one domain ("I wish I know how to relax"). None of 14. The measure of global life satisfaction is strongly correlated with the remaining outcomes in the life satisfaction domain. Coefficients for the correlations among all women (single mothers, single childless women, and married mothers) in the low-skilled subsample are Ϫ.44 ("I wish I could leave my present life and do something entirely different"), Ϫ.36 ("If I had my life to live over, I would sure do things differently"), Ϫ.28 ("I dread the future"), and .47 ("Our family income is high enough to satisfy nearly all our important desires").
the estimates identifies an absolute or relative health improvement among single mothers.
In sum, these results imply that single mothers made important absolute and relative progress in the area of life satisfaction between 1986 and 2005, but they remained stagnant or fell slightly behind other groups of women in the health domain. Although most of the life satisfaction gains appear to be concentrated among low-skilled single mothers, little evidence suggests that the health reductions disproportionately affect these mothers.
Relative Changes in Single Mothers' Subjective Well-Being
To assess whether recent tax and transfer reforms are responsible for the observed trends in single mothers' subjective well-being, the analyses compare raw (unadjusted) differences between single mothers and women in each of the comparison groups across the pre-and postreform periods. For ease of presentation, these differences are calculated using only the low-skilled sample. In table 4, column 1 displays the proportions of low-skilled subsample members reporting agreement with the given statements in the prereform period. Column 2 shows differences between the prereform proportions for single mothers and those for the comparison groups. Those differences are described as the well-being gap. Columns 3 and 4 present the analogous results for the postreform period. Column 5 displays the differential change in well-being between the pre-and postreform periods (i.e., the difference between cols. 2 and 4). The figures in this column are equivalent to raw difference-indifferences estimates of the effect of tax and transfer reforms on the subjective well-being of single mothers.
In general, results from this exercise mirror the story emerging from the trend analysis: single mothers appear to make considerable gains in life satisfaction but experience little or no change in physical and mental health. For example, fully 44 percent of single mothers indicated in the prereform period that they are very satisfied with life; 55 percent of single childless women report this, as do 68 percent of married mothers. These differences translate to sizable well-being deficits: single mothers are 10-24 percentage points less likely than the comparison groups to report life satisfaction (col. 2 of table 4). However, the well-being gap declines in the postreform period; the likelihood that single mothers express life satisfaction is estimated to be 8 percentage points lower than that for single childless women and 21 percentage points lower than that for married mothers. The changing differences imply that single mothers experience a relative improvement of 2.4 percentage points in global life satisfaction between the pre-and postreform periods (col. 5). Similar improvements are found for the other life satisfaction outcomes. Note.-The figures presented in panels A and B show the proportions agreeing ("definitely," "generally," or "moderately") with the statement. The low-skilled subsample includes women with some college or less education.
Results in panel B of table 4 once again offer mixed evidence concerning the potential effect of tax and transfer reforms on the physical and mental health of low-skilled single mothers. Low-skilled single mothers' self-reported physical health is estimated to improve between the pre-and postreform periods relative to that of their counterparts in the single childless and married mother groups. Indeed, the relative likelihood that low-skilled single mothers are in very good physical condition is estimated to increase between 1 and 4 percentage points over the study period. However, these single mothers appear to become increasingly likely to report problems with headaches. In addition, a proxy for mental stress ("I wish I knew how to relax") suggests that low-skilled single mothers experience a growing inability to relax from the pre-to the postreform period; specifically, the likelihood of mental stress (inability to relax) among low-skilled single mothers in the prereform period is estimated to be 4 percentage points higher than that among their single childless counterparts and 6 percentage points higher than that among their married counterparts. In the postreform period, the likelihood of such stress among low-skilled single mothers is estimated to be 9 percentage points higher than that among the single childless counterparts and 8 percentage points higher than that among the married counterparts. The changing differentials for this health domain imply that, over the study period, there is a 5 percentage-point change in the difference between single mothers and single childless women as well as a 2 percentage-point change in the difference between single and married mothers.
By comparing low-skilled single mothers with low-skilled single, childless women and low-skilled married mothers, the analysis attempts to isolate the effect of social policy reforms, which arguably affect only single mothers, from the effect of exogenous economic shocks, which tend to affect all three groups of women in a similar manner. However, the observed changes in well-being could occur if single mothers or women in one of the comparison groups experienced compositional changes between the pre-and postreform periods. Therefore, it is important to control for women's observable characteristics.
Regression-Adjusted Changes in Subjective Well-Being
Tables 5 and 6 present the regression-adjusted estimates of single mothers' relative well-being changes, as modeled in equation (2). Table 5 focuses on the global measure of life satisfaction. Table 6 examines the remaining outcomes in the life satisfaction domain and the full set of outcomes in the physical and mental health domain. For ease of presentation, only the full, ordered, subjective well-being outcomes are considered, and all models are estimated using an ordered probit. Coefficients can be interpreted as the standard-deviation difference be-tween single mothers and the comparison group on the well-being outcome within the specified period (Stevenson and Wolfers 2009) . 15 In results for the phase-in and postreform periods, coefficients identified with the superscript "a" (and associated standard errors) indicate that a given well-being differential is statistically significantly different (at the 10 percent level or better) from the prereform differential. 16 Those coefficients imply that single mothers' well-being changes over time relative to that of women in the comparison groups.
The global measure of life satisfaction.-In table 5, columns 1-3 use single childless women as the comparison group, and columns 4-6 use married mothers as the comparison group. For each comparison group, panel A shows results from the full sample and panel B shows those from the low-skilled subsample. Columns 1 and 4 present the baseline results. Results in columns 2 and 5 stem from a model that controls for the state-level unemployment rate. Those in columns 3 and 6 come from models that control for the unemployment rate as well as state fixed effects. Because the addition of these controls does not change the results to a statistically significant degree, the discussion focuses on the richest specification (cols. 3 and 6).
The regression-adjusted global life satisfaction estimates are qualitatively similar to the raw differences presented in table 4. Single mothers reportedly experience sizable life satisfaction deficits throughout the prereform period, and these deficits increase in magnitude if the sample is constrained to low-skilled women. On the life satisfaction index, lowskilled single mothers are estimated to score .17 standard deviations below single childless women (panel B, col. 3) and .57 standard deviations below married mothers (panel B, col. 6). Furthermore, these results suggest that the well-being differences remain largely fixed throughout the policy phase-in period; low-skilled single mothers score .16 standard deviations lower than single childless women and .50 standard deviations lower than married mothers.
Results for the postreform period suggest marked improvement in single mothers' global life satisfaction after full implementation of the tax and transfer reforms. The life-satisfaction gap between low-skilled single mothers and their single childless counterparts almost fully closes, and low-skilled single mothers make substantial progress relative to their married counterparts. Specifically, the life satisfaction gap between lowskilled single mothers and their single childless counterparts is estimated 15. The ordered probit yields coefficients derived from a latent, standard, normal wellbeing index, and the results are conditional on the covariates. Specification checks first standardize the well-being indexes to have a mean of zero and a standard deviation of unity. The models are then reestimated using ordinary least-squares regression. These results are virtually identical to those reported here.
16. That is, two specification tests are conducted: null hypothesis: single mother # (1986-90) Ϫ single mother # (1991-95) p 0; null hypothesis: single mother # (1986-90) Ϫ single mother # (1996-2005) p 0. Table  6 shows the analogous results for the remaining outcomes in the life satisfaction domain (panel A) and the full set of results in the physical and mental health domain (panel B). For ease of presentation, the table only presents results from the analysis of the full ordered outcome measures for the subsample of low-skilled women. All models include the controls for the state-level unemployment rate and state fixed effects.
Largely positive findings also emerge for the remaining measures in the life satisfaction domain. In particular, results for the postreform period suggest that low-skilled single mothers are statistically significantly less likely than women in either comparison group to express regrets about the past ("If I had my life to live over, I would sure do things differently"). For this measure, the well-being gap between lowskilled single mothers and single childless counterparts is estimated to decline by 90 percent (from .19 to .02 standard deviations); that between low-skilled single mothers and married counterparts declines by 24 percent (from .57 to .43 standard deviations). In addition, low-skilled single mothers make progress in self-reported financial satisfaction. The financial well-being deficit between these mothers and single childless counterparts is estimated to decline by about 50 percent (from .49 to .23 standard deviations). That between low-skilled single mothers and their married counterparts declines by 25 percent (from .75 to .47 standard deviations).
Results for measures of physical and mental health are also consistent with the raw differences presented in table 4. Low-skilled single mothers are estimated to experience small but statistically nonsignificant reductions in the gap between their health and that of counterparts in each comparison group. For both sleep quality and frequency of headaches, the well-being gap between low-skilled single mothers and their married counterparts is estimated to increase between the pre-and postreform periods. However, neither change in these gaps is estimated to be statistically significant. Mental health is the one domain in which single mothers appear to lose considerable ground. It is captured by the indexes that measure the respondent's inability to relax and the selfreported feelings of pressure. In the prereform period, low-skilled single mothers scored .01 standard deviations below their single childless coun- terparts on the statement, "I wish I knew how to relax." Throughout the postreform period, however, these mothers scored .13 standard deviations higher than the single childless counterparts. A similar pattern emerges for the statement, "I feel I am under a great deal of pressure most of the time," though the changes over time are not as large nor as precisely estimated as those that tap the inability to relax.
Specification Checks
Several specification checks are modeled to ensure the robustness of the main results. The results are not reported in the tables, but all findings discussed here are available from the author upon request.
Recall that the main results are based on samples of women (married, unmarried, with children, and without them) who are between the ages of 18 and 64 and have less than a bachelor's degree. The first set of robustness checks runs the model on slightly different versions of the analysis sample and uses a more restrictive educational criterion: women with a high school degree or less. Doing so enables analysis of the effect of trends (eq. [1]) and time period (eq. [2]) on a group of women who are more likely than members of the main sample to receive meanstested assistance. If the main results are in fact due to recent changes in tax and transfer programs, estimates from this specification should be similar to or larger than the main results. Results from this exercise conform to this expectation. In the second set, the age criterion is adjusted to include only those women between ages 18 and 45. Given that low-skilled women in this age range are particularly likely to receive means-tested assistance, estimates from this sample should also be larger than the main results.
17 Once again, the estimates produce evidence in favor of this pattern.
18
Given that both sets of analyses are conducted over a 20-year period, another concern is the presence of differential changes in the characteristics of treatment and comparison group women. For example, single mothers over the last 2 decades became more likely to be classified as never-married than as divorced, separated, or widowed, and never-married women became more likely to obtain higher levels of education (Herbst 2008) . If left unaccounted for, such compositional changes might confound the estimated effect of each policy reform time period. To mitigate the potential bias from unobserved compositional changes, the study estimates versions of equations (1) and (2) that include dummy variables for the cohort (i.e., year of birth). 19 In a further specification check, the cohort dummies are interacted with the term single_children and the controls for educational attainment. Together, these controls should capture the unobserved, cohort-specific determinants of subjective well-being that vary across the treatment and comparison groups. The results are robust to the inclusion of these additional controls.
The subjective well-being trends presented in tables 2 and 3 come from a linear parameterization. Modeling well-being trends in a purely linear framework may be too restrictive in analysis of a 20-year period. Therefore, the models are estimated with a quadratic in the time trend. The coefficient estimates consistently suggest that single mothers experienced declines in life satisfaction and health at a rapidly decreasing rate over time. The linear and quadratic trends are usually statistically significant for single mothers. Such findings are broadly consistent with the positive well-being changes that emerge in the postreform periods. The quadratic trends for single childless women and married mothers are usually statistically nonsignificant. This suggests that their well-being trends linearly (downward) between 1986 and 2005.
Finally, it is possible that the estimates reported in tables 5 and 6 are sensitive to the definitions used for the prereform, phase-in, and postreform periods. For example, the postreform period is defined to start in 1996, but only 24 states implemented their TANF plans in that year.
17. Placing this age restriction on the analysis sample also serves as an additional control for the effect of age on subjective well-being. Controlling for the effect is important given the large differences in age across the treatment and comparison groups. The author thanks an anonymous referee for suggesting this robustness check.
18. In a further specification check, both sample constraints (women with a high school degree or less and ages 18-45) are tested simultaneously. Results based on this sample are even stronger (i.e., single mothers reveal greater absolute and relative gains in subjective well-being) than those from the separate sample constraints.
19. A set of five dummy variables is created to indicate 10-year increments (approximately) in year of birth. The earliest cohort of sample members was born between 1922 and 1939; the latest cohort was born between 1970 and 1985. The cohorts in the intervening period are sorted in 10-year increments.
Another 26 states implemented TANF in 1997, and one state (California) did so in 1998 (Grogger and Karoly 2005) . To test whether changes in the definitions of phase-in and postreform periods affect the results, an additional model defines the postreform period as starting in 1997 and another defines it as starting in 1998. Results from these models are qualitatively similar to those presented here. If anything, starting the postreform period in 1997 or 1998 tends to accentuate the positive life satisfaction results and diminish the negative physical and mental health results.
Discussion
The last several decades witnessed important changes to US tax and transfer programs. Although the specific policy tool and mode of administration differ dramatically across these reforms, each one seeks to encourage work and discourage welfare participation among single mothers. Indeed, a substantial empirical literature finds that welfare reform and the EITC, in particular, account for much of mothers' employment growth throughout the 1990s. In addition, a number of studies find increases in earnings, income, and consumption among some groups of single mothers. Nevertheless, researchers largely ignore the effect of recent policy changes on subjective well-being. This study therefore conducts a comprehensive analysis of single mothers' subjective well-being over the last several decades.
The results of this analysis can be summarized as follows. Across most domains of subjective well-being, single mothers experienced substantial well-being gaps between 1986 and 2005. The gaps are larger than those experienced by their single childless and married mother counterparts. However, single mothers make progress in closing these gaps, especially in the domain of global life satisfaction. The results suggest that most of the improvement in relative well-being comes after 1996, when welfare reform and the EITC expansions of the mid-1990s became fully implemented. Overall, the results indicate that low-skilled single mothers' global life satisfaction gap declines approximately 60 percent relative to low-skilled single, childless women and about 22 percent relative to low-skilled married mothers. These positive developments are somewhat lessened by results from measures of physical and mental health. Those estimates suggest that single mothers make no progress over the study period or experience declines relative to the comparison groups. Estimates from the three measures of physical health (self-reported physical condition, sleep quality, and prevalence of headaches) show little change from the pre-to the postreform period, but results from the measures of mental health (inability to relax and feelings of pressure) suggest that single mothers' condition worsens slightly after full implementation of the tax and transfer reforms.
Are these results consistent with the theoretical mechanisms through which tax and transfer programs are expected to influence disadvantaged mothers' subjective well-being? The passage of employment-based policies, such as welfare reform, the EITC, and child-care subsidies, is predicted to increase the opportunity costs associated with leisure time. As a result, the price of engaging in healthy behaviors, especially those demanding substantial time investments (e.g., exercise and the home production of meals), is predicted to rise. Such a rise in the time price of leisure is expected to delay healthy habits or lead to permanent behavioral changes that could reduce subjective well-being. There are, however, a number of potential employment-related benefits associated with these policy reforms. For example, increased access to high-quality health insurance options may offset some of the deleterious effects of working. Employment is also predicted to have substantial psychic and social benefits, ranging from declines in depression and anxiety to increases in self-esteem and personal control. These work-based policies also may increase well-being by reducing the stigma costs associated with long-term unemployment and program participation.
Results in this study lend some support to both sets of predictions. In particular, single mothers are found to experience relative gains across most indicators of life satisfaction and small (but inconsistent) declines in mental health. If these policy-induced changes in employment and income influence mothers' subjective well-being, improvements in life satisfaction may come at the cost of moderate increases in stress and anxiety. The most optimistic conclusion regarding single mothers' physical health is that the mid-1990s policy reforms do not appear to worsen these outcomes.
It is important to reiterate that this study examines the bundled (or overall) effects of what is essentially a policy regime change that unfolded throughout the 1990s but began to accelerate in the mid-1990s. Several catalysts may account for the relative changes in single mothers' well-being: the passage of welfare reform legislation in 1996, the EITC expansions in 1990 and 1993, steady increases in child-care subsidy expenditures throughout the 1990s, and the liberalization of Medicaid eligibility that began in the late 1980s. Sorting out which policies are primarily responsible for single mothers' quality-of-life improvements is an important avenue for future research. Indeed, individual policies may induce conflicting effects on subjective well-being that need to be differentiated. Note.-FI p full index; DA p participant response is "definitely agree"; DD p participant response is "definitely disagree"; OLS p ordinary least squares regression; OP p ordered probit. Dependent variable is response to "I am very satisfied with the way things are going in my life these days." Standard errors, shown in parentheses, are adjusted for clustering by year. The dependent variable in cols. 1 and 4 is a continuous measure ranging from 1 ("definitely disagree") to 6 ("definitely agree").The dependent variable in cols. 2 and 5 is a binary indicator for "definitely agree" with the life satisfaction statement. The dependent variable in cols. 3 and 6 is a binary indicator for "definitely disagree" with the life satisfaction statement. The low-skilled subsample in panel B is composed of women with some college or less education. The specification tests are of the null hypothesis of the equality of the trend coefficients (with the p-value shown). *p ! .05. **p ! .01.
